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      I dug through my futures file one more time, as though something new might have materialized in the five minutes since I’d last checked. It hadn’t. I was in the odd and intensely uncomfortable situation of having no news to cover. Nothing interesting going on means a peaceful life for most people. For a newspaper editor, it’s really bad for business.

      “Don’t worry, Lexie, you’re not missing anything,” my assistant, Charlene Robinson, said from across the newsroom. “It’s always slow around here at this time of year, between the end of school and the start of summer activities.”

      “It’s not just my imagination that nothing at all is going on?” I said, trying to fight the rising tide of despair.

      “I think the paper around this time is usually a little light. Keep it to as few pages as possible. Think of it as a break. You just worked really hard on the graduation issue, which was nice and fat.”

      “Yeah, but there still needs to be something in the paper. I can’t run nothing but ads. Even the community calendar is almost empty. I’m actually hoping there’s something in the police blotter. I’m going to have to profile someone just to have a story at all. I haven’t been here long enough to have a stockpile of evergreens to use when I’ve got a hole, and the entire newspaper is a hole right now.”

      “Do you have any leftover pictures from graduation? Or the Memorial Day ceremony?”

      “I guess. But that’s old news by now.”

      She chuckled. “Not to the people in those pictures. On the bright side, we do have plenty of wedding announcements.”

      “Maybe we should just go with it and call it the wedding issue. I could do features on local florists and bridal shops, maybe some fashion photo shoots of wedding attire.” It was a sign of how desperate I was that this idea made my hopes rise.

      Charlene shook her head. “Weddings are already pretty much planned by now, and this is the busy time for people involved in that industry. They won’t have time for interviews, and they won’t be interested in ads. The time for your wedding issue is February. Trust me, I’ve married off two daughters and a son. But at the rate we’re going, we might be able to fill an issue with wedding announcements, especially if we make the pictures big enough.”

      “I don’t think we can get away with putting those on the front page, unless maybe there are some newsmakers involved. If I put a random bride on the front, then everyone will want to be featured there from now on.”

      “Alas, no royal weddings seem to be happening in Stirling Mills.”

      “Not even someone who was once some kind of festival queen?”

      “Afraid not.”

      With a sigh, I turned to the boxes I’d inherited from the former editor that had finally been returned to me after the investigation of his murder. Maybe I’d get inspiration from some of his notes. There had to be something to investigate. In fact, that was exactly what I should be doing. This was the perfect time for some investigative reporting. I wasn’t busy with other news, so I had the bandwidth to really dig. All I needed was a story that needed to be delved into.

      Before I got the lid of the box open, a woman burst through the wall from the press room. “They found a car in the river!” she exclaimed.

      I was more surprised by the car in the river than by the woman bursting through the wall since the woman was the newspaper’s resident ghost, Jean Jacobs, the long-ago editor who still tried to run the newspaper. She’d been less of a pest ever since I got the police scanner and set it up in the press room. She was addicted to listening to the scanner, which gave her a link to the outside world. That got her out of my hair most of the time. I looked at it as a mutually beneficial arrangement. “Anything more than that?” I asked.

      “They think there might be someone inside, but they don’t know if they’re dead or alive because they don’t know how long the car has been there. They’re scrambling an ambulance, a dive team, and the high-water rescue unit, just in case,” Jean said, looking so lit up that she almost seemed alive. “If you get out there now, you’ll be sure to be on the scene when they find out.”

      I was already grabbing my purse. “Where?” I asked on my way to the door.

      “On the River Road, just north of the highway.”

      “Got it. Thanks.” Turning to Charlene, I said, “Can you call Rick and see if he can show up there?” He was one of the freelance photographers who took assignments for the paper.

      “Will do,” she said, already reaching for the phone.

      With a mock salute, I said, “You have the helm.”

      “I have the helm,” she replied with an answering salute that was a lot sharper than mine.

      An ambulance passed me on my way to the River Road, probably heading to the same place I was going. I was tempted to try to keep up with it, but getting pulled over for speeding would delay me considerably. I wouldn’t put it past Wes Mosby, the local cop who more or less ran the police department, to have put one of his guys in place to nab me for speeding just to keep me away from the action. He didn’t mind me reporting on things after the fact, but he really hated me getting involved with a case before it was resolved.

      I was perfectly okay with him having to deal with constant disappointment on that front.

      The River Road was more than a mile away from anything that looked like a town, but it was technically within the city limits, which put this situation within the jurisdiction of the Stirling Mills police department. I braced myself for the inevitable argument as I came upon the scene, which was pretty hard to miss. I counted four police cars, plus a fire truck and the ambulance that had passed me. I had to stop because a police officer was setting up plastic barricades across the road. Another officer strung yellow crime scene tape from tree to tree on the side of the road next to the river. I parked on the other side of the road, where there was nothing to say I wasn’t allowed to be.

      I grabbed my phone so I could snap a few pictures of the scene in case Rick didn’t get there in time and got out of the car. There didn’t seem to be much going on at the moment, just a lot of people in uniform standing around, talking to each other, while others blocked off the scene. The river was in a deep gully, so I couldn’t see the sunken car from where I stood. The closest thing to action was one of the firefighters getting into diving gear behind the fire truck. I needed to get a lot closer to be able to get a good picture of that.

      I made sure no one was coming up behind me on the road before I crossed, staying on the right side of the barricades. “Hey, Lexie,” the cop stringing the police tape said as I approached.

      I tried to remember his name. He was too far away for me to read his name plate, and when they were in uniform, most of the cops looked more or less alike. “Hey, Stan,” I said, hoping I’d guessed correctly. “Looks like a bit of excitement here.”

      He didn’t take offense or correct me, so I must have got his name right. “Yeah. This one’s pretty intense.”

      “Rescue operation?” I asked.

      “Don’t know yet.”

      I skirted the police tape so I could head to the river bank and maybe get a look at the car. I wished I’d thought to change shoes before I’d headed out. I had on flats, but they weren’t ideal for trudging through roadside weeds. I made a mental note to start keeping some boots in the trunk of my car.

      I didn’t have to worry about the weeds or what might be creeping through them for long because a voice called out, “What are you doing here?”

      It was Wes, of course. I stopped and turned toward him, giving him a smile that I hoped looked innocent but that probably made me look like I was up to something. He definitely didn’t blur together with the other cops. His unruly auburn hair set him apart, as did that little tingle I got when I saw him. It was maddening being attracted to someone who only saw me as a nuisance. “I’m heading to the river,” I told him. “I heard there’s a car down there and wanted to see it for myself.”

      “But how did you get here so quickly? We just got here.”

      “I did tell you about my knack for stumbling across stories.”

      His eyebrows rose above his sunglasses frames. “Seriously, you just happened to drive down this road right after a car was found in the river? You really are lucky.”

      I was tempted to let him think that, but I had to admit the truth. “We got a scanner in the newsroom. Jean is addicted to it. And this is likely to be the biggest story around here this week. It’s the only thing saving me from having to put a wedding announcement on the front page.”

      “Well, you won’t see anything without crossing into an active crime scene.”

      “Crime? So you suspect foul play? Are there victims in the car?”

      “I can’t comment on an active investigation. At the moment, this is still considered a rescue operation. I’ll let you know what we found once we know anything. In the meantime, we need the civilians to stay out of the way so we can work.”

      Since I was the only civilian present, I knew what he really meant was that he wanted me to stay out of the way, but I ignored that and pressed on for more information. “Rescue implies that there are people in the car.”

      “We’re covering all the possible bases. Now, please step away from the scene, Lex.”

      “Oh, come on, Wes. You can’t tell me anything?”

      “Your deadline is several days away. You don’t have to get the story right this minute. You can wait until we have all the facts. Your only local competition is off for the summer, so it’s not as though anyone’s going to scoop you.”

      Annoyingly, he was right. I was used to the pace of a daily newspaper, but the Stirling Mills Gazette only came out once a week, and my only competition was the school newspaper, which came out monthly during the school year. I wouldn’t lose anything by not getting the story right this moment, as long as I had a photo or two in which it looked like something interesting was happening. I didn’t think telling him I was dying of boredom and needed to feel like I was doing something would help my case any, so I went back across the road toward my car to watch from there.

      The firefighter suited up in dive gear headed toward the riverbank. He disappeared over the edge, and I sighed in frustration. What harm would it do to allow me to watch from up close? Even if I took pictures, it was unlikely I’d be able to show whatever bodies were in the car. I just hoped they let Rick get a little closer when he arrived.

      I noticed that there was no crime scene tape on this side of the road. There was nothing stopping me from getting around the barricades from this angle. In fact, if I got to the other side of the ditch, I’d be on private property, and since that property had nothing to do with the accident scene, I didn’t think the police could stop me. I’d be trespassing, but I didn’t see any houses nearby, so I doubted the property owners were going to object to my presence.

      I looked for a relatively clear area and jumped across the ditch. There were a few feet between the ditch and the barbed-wire fence, and the weeds weren’t too high. It looked like this area was mowed pretty frequently. I was able to make it alongside the road until I was directly across from the fire truck. The view of the emergency responders was better there, but I still couldn’t see the river. Maybe if I could get past the barricades blocking traffic from the other direction, I could cross the road to get to the river there, and Wes might not catch me.

      I ran into a small clump of trees, with a few growing on this side of the fence. It gave me some cover that might help me sneak past, but it made going more difficult. I might have to walk in the ditch. It looked dry, but there was no telling what might be lurking in the tall weeds that grew there.

      I grabbed the trunk of a tree and swung around, keeping on the slope of the ditch. I was almost to the next tree when I thought I heard a soft rustling, and I froze. Please, don’t be a snake, I thought. Maybe it was just a squirrel. A squirrel would be more likely to make rustling sounds in the underbrush. I hoped it was a squirrel, or at least one of the nice snakes. On the up side, if something did bite me, the paramedics were close at hand.

      “Get out of here!” a nearby voice shouted. Oh dear, the property owner might be here, after all. Maybe they wouldn’t mind me skirting the edge of their land if I explained the situation. I turned in the direction of the voice.

      A figure stood among the trees, a woman with her arms crossed over her chest. She wasn’t looking toward me, so she must have been angry about something else. I imagined if she wanted to go somewhere, having the road in front of her house blocked off would be a huge inconvenience. Then I realized I could see trees through her. That meant she had to be a ghost. Her clothes—as far as I could tell, given how transparent she was in the afternoon sun—looked relatively recent, so she might be more in touch with the world of the living than a lot of ghosts were, and that meant she might actually know something relevant. I couldn’t quote a ghost in the newspaper, but if this one had seen the accident, it would give me something I could work with to track down more credible information. I moved toward her.

      “Did you see what happened?” I asked her softly, hoping my voice didn’t carry to where all the rescuers were.

      I wasn’t sure if she heard me or was just ranting when she threw her arms wide and howled, “You deserve to die, you no-good cheat who stole my land! That’ll teach you to leave old ladies alone! Don’t even drive past my property, filthy scum!” As she yelled, her face transformed, melting into a horrible mask of rage. I felt a wave of cold hit me, in spite of the warm weather, and the leaves in the trees stirred, so the effect wasn’t just something that only someone aware of ghosts would notice. She was powerful enough to affect the physical world.

      I got an inkling of why the car might have run off the road and landed in the river.
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      In the short time I’d been aware I could see and talk to ghosts, I’d learned that you have to handle them just the right way. If they’re still hanging around the world of the living, they’re clinging to it for some reason. There are those like Jean who were so devoted to their work or a mission that they can’t give up even after death. Others can’t move on until they get justice or achieve a goal. Some are just plain stubborn and refuse to admit that they’re dead. If you can figure out which category a ghost falls into, you’ll know exactly how to handle it. The trick is to figure it out without upsetting it. An upset ghost is generally useless for information, and often kind of scary.

      This one was already angry, which made it tricky, but it also meant there was a pretty good chance she fell into the “wanting justice” category, and that meant I had a good idea how to handle her. “You’re very angry, aren’t you?” I said to the ghost, trying to sound placating without tipping over into patronizing. “Someone has wronged you.”

      “He took my land! He cheated me.”

      “Was this your land?” I gestured at the nearby property.

      “It was in my family for generations. He told my husband they were going to build factories around us, which would make our land less valuable and bad for us to live on. He offered a good price to sell now, and we could live the rest of our lives in comfort. But he lied. There are no factories, and he sold it for twice what he offered us, and he didn’t even pay us. My husband had a heart attack when he found out. But I’ll get him.”

      My pulse raced with excitement. That definitely sounded like a reason to want to hurt someone from beyond the grave. Ghosts generally can’t do a lot to the living. Most people can’t see or hear them. But a really riled-up ghost can create wind that blows things around or can make it go cold. I imagined that a ghost flying into a car might be able to distract a driver enough to get him to run off the road. There was a bend in the road and in the river near here, so all the driver had to do was not notice the turn and not be able to stop in time. If the driver was speeding, the accident would be even more likely. I might have solved the case, even before the police found out who was in the car. Unfortunately, it wasn’t the sort of solution that could go on record, either with the police or in the newspaper. It would be reported as something like distracted driving, with no mention that the distraction was a ghost.

      “Who was it who cheated you?” I asked, then held my breath, waiting for the answer.

      “Ryan Dobert. I don’t expect you to believe me. But it’s true. He lied to us, and he did it all while sounding like our best friend, like he was trying to help us. I always liked that boy, but it turns out he’s a snake. And he got away with it, too. That’s what we get for believing someone we’ve known his whole life.”

      “Ryan Dobert,” I repeated, committing the name to memory. I didn’t recall running across it in the months I’d been editing the local newspaper.

      She turned and shook her fist in the air, shouting, “Get out of here!”

      I looked for the object of her ire and saw a car pulling up behind mine. Rick the photographer got out, saw me, and waved. That ended my interview with the ghost, unless I wanted someone I worked with to see me talking to thin air. I doubted the freelancers were aware of the newspaper’s unique management structure and the necessary skill for the nominal editor. When I glanced back toward the ghost, she was gone. Either she’d said all she had to say, or she didn’t like crowds.

      I made my way back to my car to talk to Rick. “They’ve got the scene blocked off,” I said. “I was trying to approach from the other direction. But maybe they’ll let you get closer than they let me go.”

      “Do you know what happened, who it is?” he asked.

      I fought not to glance back to where the ghost had been. “Nope. Only that a car’s in the river. They just sent a diver down to see if anyone’s in the car and whether or not they’re alive.”

      The firefighter in dive gear climbed up over the edge of the river channel, lifted his mask, and spoke with the others. Rick dashed to the barricade, his camera up to his eye. He had lenses to let him zoom in from this distance, which meant I’d have at least one or two action shots for the paper. The cops and paramedics didn’t seem to be doing anything to scramble an urgent rescue after the diver’s report, so I got the impression that either the car was empty or its occupant was beyond help.

      Was that occupant Ryan Dobert, real estate swindler? I’d assumed the ghost was talking about this specific incident, but that wasn’t necessarily the case. Ghosts tended to get frozen in time, fixated on the thing that kept them from moving on. This one seemed to be from relatively recent times, but she still could have been angry about something that happened a couple of years ago, and she was only riled because there were people nearby. Or maybe she stood around and shouted all the time, and I just happened to be nearby to hear her.

      When I’d confessed to Wes about being able to talk to ghosts, he’d asked me to let him know if a ghost gave me information about a crime. He couldn’t take official action based on the word of a ghost, but it might help him know what to look into. I should probably tell him there was a furious ghost at the scene of this incident who had a very specific grudge.

      Then again, it wasn’t as though I could have that conversation here. Wes was busy, and I couldn’t talk to him about what a ghost told me in front of the other officers and the rescue crew. I might as well do my own research and learn a little more about what was really going on before I brought Wes in on it. It was entirely possible that what the ghost said had nothing to do with the car in the river, and I wouldn’t want to waste Wes’s time.

      Since Wes wasn’t likely to tell me anything until he gave an official statement, and since I trusted Rick to get the photos I needed, I got in my car, turned it around, and headed back to the office. Even if the ghost’s complaint had nothing to do with the accident, I still had something to investigate.
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      When I got back to the office, both Charlene and Jean were eager to hear what happened and pounced on me as soon as I got through the door. “Were there bodies?” Jean demanded.

      “Who was it?” Charlene asked, sounding concerned.

      “It was hard to tell, since the car was still in the river, and that’s pretty far down in a gully in that stretch,” I said. “The police had the whole area roped off, so I couldn’t get a good look. They sent down a diver, and they didn’t exactly rush into action when he got back to the top, so either there was no one in the car or whoever was in there was definitely dead.”

      “And you came back here before it was all settled?” Jean said, her hands on her hips. “What kind of reporter are you?”

      “I got another tip from another direction that I wanted to look into while the cops were all otherwise occupied and not willing to chat with me. I think I already know who the victim might be, and I have a good idea what killed him.”

      Jean grinned. “That’s more like it. I take it this tip wasn’t the sort of thing you could share with the cops.”

      “I may share it with Wes, eventually. If it pans out.”

      “Which means your tipster wasn’t among the living,” Charlene guessed.

      “Not in the least. Do you know who owned the land across the road from the river on that big bend just north of the highway?”

      She frowned. “I seem to recall that was the old Smith place. They died not too long ago. Was that the ghost you saw?”

      “Maybe.” I sat at my desk and ran a search of the archives for “Smith.” It’s a common name but, oddly enough, not that common in this town. I got two obituaries, one for a Charles Smith who died late in the previous year and one for his wife Beth, who’d died two weeks ago. The photo with her obituary looked a lot like the ghost I’d seen. “Yeah, it was Beth Smith,” I said. There wasn’t anything else about either of the Smiths, so if they thought they’d been defrauded, it hadn’t made it into the newspaper. From what I knew about my predecessor, he’d have gone after the slightest whiff of scandal if there was anything at all to it. Maybe there was nothing to what the ghost said. It could have been lingering irrational bitterness. She wouldn’t be the first ghost I’d encountered with a strong grudge.

      “Do you know someone named Ryan Dobert?” I asked Charlene. As a native of this town who used to be a teacher, she knew just about everyone.

      “You’re not saying he’s who was killed!” she said, aghast. She pressed her hand to her chest, as though trying to calm her heart. It was the sort of reaction I’d expect her to have to news one of her sons had been killed.

      “I don’t know,” I said, as gently as I could. If she was this close to Ryan Dobert, I’d have to be delicate about asking her for more information. “Do you know him well?”

      “Oh, everyone knows Ryan.”

      That sounded like he was merely a prominent citizen rather than someone close to her. “Well, the ghost seemed to think he’d cheated her, and she talked about it serving him right.”

      “That can’t be true. I’ve never heard anything bad said about him, and I can’t imagine him cheating anyone. You’re sure the ghost said that?”

      “She said his name, and she talked about him lying to her about some real estate deal, telling her and her husband their land was about to be surrounded by factories so they’d sell it, but it turned out not to be true, and he sold it to someone else for nearly double what he paid them.”

      “But Ryan isn’t in real estate.”

      “What does he do?”

      “He’s in business of some sort. I haven’t kept track. I think he’s an entrepreneur, like Jordan Randall, though obviously not as successful.” Jordan was a software tycoon who’d moved back to his hometown after making a fortune in Silicon Valley. I thought of him more as an inventor than an entrepreneur, though I supposed he was really into starting businesses now. “I just can’t see Ryan making anyone so mad that they’d want to kill him from beyond the grave. Everyone likes Ryan. You can’t help it.”

      In most places, when someone said something like that, you would just figure it meant he was a nice guy. In Stirling Mills, it made me suspicious. There were a lot of people in this town who had uncanny abilities. Most of them were descended from members of a carnival sideshow that got stranded here during the Depression. Not too long ago, I’d dealt with a case involving descendants of the show’s hypnotist who had a knack for bending people to their will. It had sounded like that hypnotist got around, so maybe he had another descendant who could make people like him while also getting them to do what he wanted. The people in that earlier case had just been trying to keep their family intact, but I could imagine that talent would be really handy for a con artist.

      There were other talents that could also affect the way others saw a person, and someone who knew what talent he had and how to use it could do a lot of damage. Therefore, if someone in this town was universally liked to the point that no one was willing to suspect him of a crime, I couldn’t help but wonder what talent he had and what he was up to.

      “Do you think this had anything to do with the car in the river?” Charlene asked.

      “I don’t know. She might have been talking about the accident. I kind of got the impression she might have caused it.”

      “Can ghosts do that?”

      “Maybe,” Jean said. “If she’s on a long enough tether to wherever she’s bound to be able to get into the road, she might be able to stir things up enough in the car to make a driver lose control. If she’s mad enough, she might be able to manifest visually so that anyone could spot her, and the driver might wreck by swerving to miss her.”

      Charlene shook her head. “I don’t know. There has to be something else going on. Maybe you heard her wrong and she meant someone else.”

      It was an unusual enough last name that I seriously doubted that I might have misheard what the ghost said and my misinterpretation happened to be the name of an actual person, but I didn’t think I’d be able to change her mind without evidence, especially if there was something supernatural involved. Instead of arguing, I searched for Ryan Dobert in the archives. Jean drifted through the wall to go back to her scanner, so there was blessed silence in the newsroom, just the clicking of the keys on Charlene’s computer as she wrote up wedding announcements.

      I didn’t find a lot of mentions of Ryan in the newspaper. He might have been well-liked, but he hadn’t made a lot of news. He had spoken at a Civic League luncheon a couple of years ago and had been named Entrepreneur of the Year a couple of months before that. The details of what business he was in were vague. It was like he had started a generic “business.” The pictures with those articles showed a man in the ruggedly handsome mold. I pegged him at somewhere in his mid-forties, though his face had the slightly craggy, weathered look of someone who spent a lot of time outdoors—not what I’d expect of an entrepreneur, unless the businesses he started were campgrounds and ski resorts. He certainly didn’t look like a slick wheeler-dealer. I could understand why people might see him as trustworthy and honest. But at least one person didn’t.

      I’d only spoken to my predecessor once and had never actually met him, but from what little I’d learned about him, it was the sort of thing he’d have been all over. I went back to that box I’d been about to open when Jean alerted me about the car in the river. It looked like Paul Ogden, the former editor, had periodically cleaned his desk by shoving everything in a box. I didn’t recall seeing anything about a real estate scam when I’d looked through it after his murder to see if he’d been working on a case that might have made someone want to kill him, but I had different context now, so I might notice
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not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


